Introduction
Three days before his death on January 6, 1919, Theodore Roosevelt mailed w what would become his last public message. In a letter to the American Defense Society, for which he served as honorary president, Roosevelt explained his absence for health reasons and reiterated his consistently strong belief in the complete assimilation of immigrants.
1 He encouraged his audience to continue the fight for Americanism, even now the war was over, since he feared a revival of foreign associations. He promised equal treatment to each immigrant if "he does in good faith become an American and assimilates himself to us." But he had a warning, too: if "he tries to keep segregate with men of his own origin and separated from the rest of America, then he isn't doing his part as an American." Since this purpose of full Americanization was so important, he saw it as an "outrage to discriminate against any such was so important, he saw it as an "outrage to discriminate against any such man because of creed or birthplace or origin. But this is predicated upon the man's becoming in very fact an American and nothing but an American." As he would repeat over and over again, there was only room for one flag, one language, and one loyalty; America was not a "polyglot boarding house."
Such rhetoric was familiar to TR-watchers and was consistent throughout his life. His stints as civil service commissioner in Washington DC and police commissioner in New York City shaped his views on immigration and were part of his ambition to raise the quality of the civil service and promote good governance. In the 1890s, Roosevelt sided with the defenders of the public school against sectarian schools as part of a campaign to curb religious bigotry. He coined the term "True Americanism", in an essay in 1894 and would repeat this ideal over and over again.
2 "Americanism is a question of spirit, conviction, and purpose, not of creed or birthplace," pronounced Theodore Roosevelt in this essay. He deplored the attitude of immigrants who refused to give up their Old-World political and religious loyalties, to "cease to be European, and become Americans like the rest of us." In this essay, he expressed a negative view of the Old World: to embrace a European culture in America in a sense of cosmopolitanism revealed a "flaccid habit of mind". Two years after the opening of Ellis Island as the main port of entry to process the enormous stream of European immigrants, he admonished native-born Americans who flirted with Europe "not to throw away our birthright, and, with incredible and contemptible folly, wander back to bow down before the alien gods whom our forefathers forsook." TR equally condemned those native-born citizens who refused to a accept fully Americanized immigrants as equal citizens. "A Scandinavian, a German, or an Irishman who has really become an American," he declared, "has the right to stand on exactly the same footing as any native-born citizen in the land." 3 y As his career progressed, Roosevelt viewed immigration increasingly from the perspective of labor. In 1897, three years after coining "True A Americanism", he explicitly linked the two issues: 4 Many workingmen look with distrust upon laws which really would help them; laws for the intelligent restriction of immigration, for instance. I have no sympathy with mere dislike of immigrants; there are classes and even nationalities of them which stand at least on an equality with the citizens of native birth, as the last election showed. But in the interest of our workingmen we must in the end keep out laborers who are ignorant, vicious, and with low standards of life and comfort, just as we have shut out the Chinese.
Though his choice of terms and examples reveals some racial bias, race did d not have the final word in his considerations. His message was that origin did
